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On Oct. 30, at the end of a three-day conference in Trinidad & Tobago, the heads of state of the 13
Caribbean Community (Caricom) nations adopted a new common external tariff (CET) on goods
traded among members. The new CET, which takes effect on Jan. 1, 1993, sets a sliding scale of
tariffs ranging from 5% to 35%, substantially lowering the previous 45% tax ceiling. Moreover,
the ceiling will be cut to just 20% by Jan. 1, 1998. The CET reforms are largely aimed at preparing
the region's economies for possible admission into the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA). Caricom recently signed a framework agreement with the US that could pave the way
for a future free trade accord. However, the US has criticized the CET as too protectionist. The
implementation of the CET reforms may prove slower than anticipated, given contrasts in economic
development among Caricom members and pressure by local manufacturers and trade unions
to maintain protectionist tariffs. The Trinidad & Tobago manufacturers' association, for example,
waged a major campaign to push the government to reject CET reforms. The association lobbied
for the 45% tax ceiling to be maintained on finished goods, while calling for exemptions on all basic
food items from CET accords, such as butter, rice, peas, beans, and sugar. In Barbados, the local
manufacturers association lobbied heavily against the new accord, warning that US$500 million
and nearly 30,000 jobs could be lost in the industrial sector. Such pressures had prevented full
compliance with the previous 45% tax ceiling, with only nine of the 13 Caricom countries actually
implementing that tariff accord when it took effect in 1991. Also, many Caricom members continue
to unilaterally apply protectionist levies on many imports. According to Brian Keuitung, Trinidad
& Tobago trade minister, "Every country has a book of exceptions suspending a number of items
from the CET, and these books are just as large as the CET book." Responding to these pressures,
the Caricom heads of state did approve a higher tax ceiling of 40% on all agricultural imports. In
addition, some of the poorer Caricom countries will be granted a privileged status that allows them
to unilaterally apply tariffs outside the 5 to 35% range for a host of imports. (Sources: Inter Press
Service, 10/23/92, 10/26/92; Agence France-Presse, 10/30/92)
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